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Mrs Jefferies and her sons unpacked the boxes during sum-
mer, while the street kids ran naked through the sprinklers 
and in the night time, stole their neighbours’ papers. 
Mrs Jefferies was a large woman with pouchy cheeks and 
heavy-lidded eyes that looked like eggs bobbing up and down 
in water. On bingo days, she wore loose clothes with yellow 
sunflowers and thongs with cherries on the toes. With pen to 
paper and glasses on nose, she played for the full house with 
a focus and intensity unlike any other. When legs eleven was 
called, and the old caller voyaged back to cheekier times, Mrs 
Jefferies whistled so loudly, and so aggressively, that the tables 
shook and the tickets floated, and the lady in the kitchen 
shook her head and unplugged the kettle in surrender. 
“My boys are safer here,” Mrs Jefferies said, talking to no 
one in particular, pulling the lids off her dobbers, “and be-
sides, I just couldn’t get any of Isaac’s numbers in the city.”
Her boys, and there were five of them, always stayed in-
side, sprawled across the floor with Monopoly money, under 
the hot breath of a broken fan, with flies that roamed up 
and down their legs. Outside, the house’s turquoise shutters 
matched the long grass and wild flowers, and in the garage 
where the boys slept, there were mattresses with holes and 
plastic cups filled with bitterness.
“It aint right,” my father said, “for them kids to be locked 
up there. When I was a boy we played on the street ’til the 
sun went down and the darkness set in our eyes. Even when 
the old girl came onto the veranda, waving her apron and 
wooden spoon, we didn’t stop, we just kept on playin’.”
When my father spoke of the past, and he used past tense 
more than present, I recognised something in him that I also 
saw in the boys. Both were bound by the seal of childhood 
and bruised by subtle things, things without names. 
My father, however, was a simple man who swore at poli-
ticians and fell asleep at Church. The boys were much more 
complex. My father never heard their stories, or their cries 
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about, like why some days you see lots of people on crutches 
and some days you don’t see any. 
He wasn’t wearing a shirt, so I asked him if I could touch 
the scar on his chest and he said yes. I asked him what hap-
pened. He said his dad bought fireworks home last Christ-
mas and one of the sky rockets exploded in his face. He told 
me that his brothers called him Killer. And he showed me 
the cap gun he carried “for protection’ and the knife he stole 
“just in case.’ 
Isaac said he had two favourite super heroes, six escape 
plans, twenty-three marbles, four aunts, two warts, one hun-
dred and sixteen Simpsons’ tazos and zero reasons to stay. He 
said everything is related to numbers, and through math-
ematics, we can predict and measure the future. 
But when I asked him what he meant, he didn’t have any 
answers, just more questions.
And that was reason to love him.
We built a raft out of cardboard and between the banks 
and waves of the black water, watched as the floating paper 
transformed into a wicked pirate ship. That voyage we took 
together was plagued by storm warnings and water snakes 
and wild, rough weather. Isaac loved to look at the destroyed 
ships and ripped up flags, the dazed victims drifting out to 
sea and the deckhands mumbling at the rubble. For me, there 
was nothing more terrifying than the water and I would hide 
under the hatch ’til the sky cleared and the waves were calm. 
Soon, a leafy wind whipped at our faces and we felt the cool 
water on our skin, as the ship began to sink. 
Then Isaac said he shouldn’t stay much longer, because his 
mother would be worried, and when she was worried she got 
angry, and there was no knowing what she would do. 
“Will you go to the swings and get my shoes,’ he said. 
The way he asked didn’t sound like a question. The way 
he said it made me feel small, smaller than seven, and then 
everything became back to front, and the world turned up-
for help, or the car doors that slammed unexpectedly in the 
night. He felt natural in the world and the boys didn’t. 
In the months that followed, I spent entire mornings, some-
times even days, watching the boys. To me, each brother was 
his own planet, complete and self-contained, with his own 
unique chemistry and molecular make-up, his own stories 
to tell and skin to shed, his own way of travelling backwards 
and forwards to places familiar and unknown. To everyone 
else, they boys were the same, a singular entity or system, un-
able to be separated or distinguished by its individual parts. 
Everything I remember from this time, however, is stained 
by a thick shade of indigo, and the other bold colours of Mrs 
Jefferies’ eyeshadow. In pursuit of the boys, I also spent many 
hours locked in my mother’s bathroom, desperate hours spent 
face painting, wondering how a woman so simple could mix 
the deepest blues of the sea. 
Still, I only dreamt of the boys and the threads that bound 
them together. And soon I realised it was the middle brother 
I thought of hardest. I saw him before sleep at night and 
again when I woke in the morning. 
I called him Isaac because he didn’t suit a common name 
like Tom or Chris, because I was ordinary but Isaac wasn’t. 
The first and last time I spoke to Isaac, he was ten years 
old. I was seven. It was the last day, the last day of spring and 
summer, and I found him by the creek, submerged to his 
knees, skimming redskins across the water. 
I told Isaac to stop it, because the redskins were running 
out at Mr Juey’s lolly store, and they were my favourite, 
and besides, hadn’t his mother ever taught him not to waste 
things? 
Isaac told me he wanted to know where all the missing 
Lego goes and why salt makes toad skins shrivel. He said he 
didn’t understand why there is a light in the fridge, but not 
the freezer. He told me things I never knew, or even thought 
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Most believed it was Mrs Jefferies, that she caught him in 
the creek on the way home from bingo. Some think it was 
the boys, that there was another kind of freak accident. The 
kids in the skate park said he probably drowned or tripped 
and hit his head.
Later, the police arrested a hermit who lived in a caravan 
behind the park. Apparently he was caught near the school, 
taking photos of small children at lunch time. Apparently he 
was ‘just the sort’.
I don’t know what happened to Isaac. But I know the 
truth lies somewhere in his numbers, and that if you think 
hard enough, his disappearance was never a mystery or a 
question, but his deliberate reply.
side down.
In that moment, when I looked at Isaac, really looked at 
him, he was an old man, bent in half in the river, his skin 
wrinkled from old age, not water. He had the worn look 
of someone much older than me, someone who had seen it 
all and after travelling through time, had just stopped for a 
while to fish, or wash his feet, or fill his pocket waterbottle. 
I realised then, that Isaac was not who he said he was. So 
I ran.
But I couldn’t find his shoes. They weren’t by the swings. 
Or under the slide. Or near the pole with the swinging tyre. 
And when I look back now, from the vantage point of many 
years, I don’t remember the boys ever owning shoes, or wear-
ing them, but at the time none of this mattered, because I 
was searching, and running, and unaware I was looking for 
something that never even existed. 
At the time, all that mattered was this: when I returned to 
the creek, out of breath and empty handed, Isaac was gone.
And so the next part is blurred (like many next parts are) 
by flashing lights and the sound of people running. All the 
mothers in the street took their babies inside and locked the 
doors. A man I had never seen before stood outside Isaac’s 
house, slipping coins into the phone. I sat with my parents 
on the veranda and a Chinese man with a notepad stood over 
us, asking us strange hysterical questions like “Where was 
their mother while this was happening?” and “What do you 
mean you didn’t know?” 
Later, we learnt that at the time of Isaac’s disappearance, 
there were two other people missing; a fifty year-old cab driv-
er who walked the rubbish out one night and never walked 
back in, and a nineteen year-old girl, who was last seen roll-
ing something behind Coles. 
Everyone searched for a sign, an indication that some-
thing was terribly wrong. 
